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Field Crops Newsletter:

August 28, 2001

In General:
Everywhere I go these days, a comment that invariably comes up is that we have made a good crop but we may not be
able to get it out of the field. As I have always said, those who farm have to be optimists, but there always seems to be a cloud of
pessimism just above the horizon. I suppose this is just human nature, but I would like to think we will have ample time to harvest
the crop; let’s avoid dreaming up problems until they arrive. Heaven knows we have enough without trying to find new ones.
Cotton:
Special Note: You are invited to attend a “short” field day at the MAFES cotton variety test located on Jeff
Parkinson’s farm near Durant. It will be on Thursday, September 13th at Jeff’s shop about 1 mile NW of Durant on
Bowling Green Rd. We will start at 5:30PM with a visit to the variety test which has over seventy entries in early and
midseason tests. You will also be able to see the Bollgard II study which is at the same location. Dr. Will McCarty will be
present, as will MAFES personnel involved with the test location. There will be a sponsored meal following the program. I
would appreciate your letting me know if you plan to come so I will know how many to plan on feeding. Call my office at
or
, or the Lexington office at
.
After several years during which cotton plants were required to produce under terrible conditions we have experienced
good weather over most of this area. With a few exceptions, rainfall has ranged from adequate to excess at times, and
temperatures have hovered around the “ideal” low 90-degree level. Most fields have produced nodes, squares, blooms, and bolls
“right on time” with very little interference from adverse weather, insects, and other sources of stress.
I’m not going to try and impress you with a lot of plant mapping facts, but anyone who has been around cotton for a few
years need only walk and look at the way bolls have been developed to see that this crop has very good yield potential. There have
been some mistakes made, as there always are, but in most cases cotton plants have compensated well and have “caught up”
amazingly well. I intend to do some mapping as defoliation begins just to see how some of the variations in cultural practice have
affected fruiting pattern, but none of that will make any more cotton. As I often say, the cotton plant knows one heck of a lot more
about making cotton than any of us will ever know, and the best thing we can do is to provide it with basic needs and let it go
about it’s business.
Barring any unforeseen problems with something like armyworms, our next consideration will be that of preparing the
crop for harvest, however a lot of the things that affect this next-to-last operation have already been done. It all begins with timely
planting and uniform stand establishment, adequate but not too much nitrogen, growth of a sound plant, good early season fruit
set, correct termination of watering, other practices that improve earliness, and where possible, uniform cutout. Harvest-aid
products are used to remove foliage and reduce moisture, making the harvest more efficient and improving grades.
Many factors affect the way harvest-aid products work., however none of them work properly if the plant is not mature.
A good understanding of the cotton plant and the way chemicals work will go a long way toward improving harvest efficiency.
Leaves have one primary function, that of manufacturing carbohydrates for the plant. After initiation, a leaf reaches its
peak production in about a month, and is essentially finished and ready for defoliation somewhere between 45 and 60 days. By
this time it has “pumped” essentially everything of value into bolls and is ready to be “discarded”. As we all know, however,
leaves hang around longer than this, and actually use some of the energy from their younger cousins; if we can ever develop a
cotton variety that will discard leaves as soon as they become net consumers of energy we will have a variety that could easily
break the “sound barrier” of yield.
By this time of year, the best thing we can hope for is that the plant is loaded sufficiently with developing bolls that the
fruit demands more than the plant than can supply; this is when we see “cutout”. The plant is simply saying, “I’ve got all I can
carry – let’s go home.” Of course, if we supplied the plant with too much nitrogen it will keep throwing off part of its load and
trying to set more, while the weeks roll by and the probability of good harvest weather decreases. When this happens, we have to
“force” the plant to stop, and this leads to immature bolls, boll rot, regrowth, and other problems. All this to say that defoliation
should only aid the plant in doing what it is already about to do; removing worthless leaves that are no longer functional.

We look at cotton backward to the way nature sees it. For the plant, of course, the seed is the big deal, and the only
natural function of the lint is to aid in the dissemination of the seed in much the same way the “fluff” on a dandelion carries that
seed in the wind, or floats it on water. Because of this natural function of the lint, nature matures the seed and the lint at the same
time. The boll opens naturally when seed and lint are mature, but not before. Prematurely opening the boll with chemicals prior to
maturity can lead to rot, not so much because of the opening process itself, but because the contents are not yet ready for exposure
to the outside world. If weather is favorable, and the prematurely opened bolls dry out without damage, its seed and lint may be
lower in quality. When cotton fiber dries naturally and expands to help force the boll open, it is at its peak of quality.
Leaves are “engineered” to fall off. Each leaf petiole has a layer of cells called the “abscission zone” which die when
exposed to natural abscissic acid and/or ethylene and then separate to allow the leaf to fall from the plant. This layer of cells must
die first, prior to the tissue in the main plant or the rest of the leaf, otherwise the leaf will “stick” and not be released naturally.
Because of this, good defoliation should mimic the natural process of leaf drop. All we should be doing is to give nature a little
nudge. Anything more aggressive can cause problems.
Because of time constraints, we can’t wait until all bolls are mature, but we should wait until between 60 and 70 percent
are. This does not mean 60 to 70 percent “open” however. After lint and seed are mature, a period of time is required for the plant
to stop feeding the boll, for the carpels to “crack”, and for the boll to open. This in-between time is when we can gain a few days
by being able to determine when seed are mature. Cutting bolls to find black seedcoats is one way of knowing that seed and lint
are mature. Another is to use the proven “five nodes above cracked boll” rule which says that bolls five nodes above the
uppermost cracked boll will be mature enough to open naturally. When the uppermost boll you expect to harvest is within five
nodes of the uppermost cracked boll you can apply defoliants and boll openers with a minimum of yield loss. This time will
usually correspond to the time when about 50 percent of bolls are open or cracked.
One of the best tools for determining the time to defoliate is a sharp knife. This has been true for many years, and it is
still true. When seed coats are black, the boll is mature. Unfortulately, the knife has to be very sharp, and you run the risk of
cutting your thumb in the process. I have found a little better way of cutting bolls; buy yourself one of those PVC pipe cutters
made like pliers with a single sharp blade. Use this and save your thumb; these prices are not worth shedding blood.
Soybeans:
Some Group 4 varieties have already been harvested, and more will be harvested within a week or so. Group 5 varieties
are beginning to mature rapidly. Yield potentials look good, but there have been some problems with diseases, and with
stinkbugs. The moisture we have enjoyed has provided a good environment for incidences of SDS, phomopsis, heavy levels of
frogeye leaf spot, brown spot, and cercospera; however yields should not be affected drastically.
Excessive weeds are present in quite a few fields, possibly making it necessary to use some kind of harvest aid such as
glyphosate or Gramoxone. Call if you need help with this.
Corn:

Yields are coming in, and they are very very good in most cases. They are so good in fact that I hesitate to mention
numbers until we get a little further into the harvest. We have some weeds here too, but not as serious as in soybeans. Corn borers
have caused some lodging in localized areas, and this is causing harvest losses to be a little high.
Please take the time to evaluate harvest losses; it could be the best spent time of the entire year.
In Summary:
We finally have a “respectable” crop, so let’s take advangage of every pound and bushel that has been produced. Prices
are still low, and show little indication of increase any time soon, so we can’t afford field losses.
Try to attend the variety test field day at Durant on the 13th of September. I know this may be a bad time for some of you,
but there is little point in looking at cotton varieties any earlier than this. If you can’t come that day, stop by any time and look. I
will have the varieties labeled so you can identify them. This test is really good, and is a great opportunity to see the popular
cotton varieties growing side by side.
Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

